This paper describes the construction of the Ottawa Repository of Early African American Correspondence (OREAAC), a corpus of over 400 letters written by antebellum African American settlers in Liberia. Identifying the most speech-like letters by the least literate authors, we constituted perhaps the largest linguistically useful corpus of diachronic African American English primary data currently available. We demonstrate the utility of the OREAAC through analysis of factors conditioning the variable expression of past temporal reference in nearly 2400 verbs. In these letters, zero-marking is favoured in weak verbs by a preceding consonant (a universal), and in strong verbs by lexical type (an English dialect feature). Factors associated with creole past-marking were either not selected as significant or inconsistent with creole predictions. These findings parallel those reported for varieties spoken in the African American diaspora (Poplack & Tagliamonte, 2001) , confirming the value of semi-literate correspondence in exploring the history of linguistic variation in speech.
1 The research reported here was generously supported by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada in the form of research grant 410-99-0378 to Poplack, by the Ontario government through a graduate scholarship to Van Herk, and by the University of Ottawa, which provided a 2000 Summer Graduate Research Scholarship in the Humanities and Social Sciences. We are grateful to Dawn Harvie, Jenn Houghton, James Walker, and Ian Wallace for their contributions to transcription, and to three anonymous reviewers for their comments on an earlier draft. The OREAAC is housed at the University of Ottawa Sociolinguistics Laboratory. English, past tense marking, bare verbs, diaspora, literacy, emigration, linguistic variation, Liberia Introduction Differences between Standard English (StdE) and the vernacular speech of many Americans of African descent have fuelled decades of speculation (e.g., Bailey, Maynor, & Cukor-Avila, 1991; Baugh, 1983; Dillard, 1972; Fasold, 1972; Labov, 1972; Labov, Cohen, Robbins, & Lewis, 1968; McWhorter, 2000; Mufwene, 2000; Poplack & Tagliamonte, 2001; Rickford, 1999; Schneider, 1989; Winford, 1998; Wolfram, 1969) over the relationships between African American Vernacular English (AAVE) forms and functions, the underlying system giving rise to these relationships, and the circumstances under which they evolved and survived. 2 Our understanding of how AAVE developed has always been hampered by the lack of appropriate data from an older stage of the language. Over the past several decades, considerable effort has been invested in the search for real-time representations of Early African American English (Early AAE). Existing sources, i.e., attestations from 18th-and 19th-century literary works or travellers' journals (cited in e.g., Dillard, 1972) , transcriptions and recordings of interviews with ex-slaves (Rawick, 1972 (Rawick, , 1979 Bailey et al., 1991) , and contemporary recordings of isolated descendants of dispersed antebellum African Americans (Poplack, 2000; Poplack & Tagliamonte, 2001; Singler, 1989) , have yielded precious insights into the structure of Early AAE. None of the data sources currently available, however, are simultaneously primary (produced by African Americans) and historic (produced during the period of slavery).
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In this paper, we describe a project designed to contribute a diachronic benchmark to the AAVE research programme by constructing a corpus of Early AAE which is both historic and primary. The Ottawa Repository of Early African American Correspondence (OREAAC) is a compilation of 427 letters written between 1834 and 1866 by African American immigrants to Liberia, both manumitted slaves and freeborn Blacks from all areas of the United States. 3 These letters were selected from the archives of the American Colonization Society (ACS), founded in 1816-1817 to encourage the removal from the U.S. south of the free African American community (Jordan, 1968) . Although the activities of the ACS were hindered by opposition from abolitionists and constant financial worries, over 15,000 African Americans emigrated under its auspices before the Civil War (Boley, 1983; Fraenkel, 1964; Liebenow, 1987; Singler, 1991) . Their letters, from Liberia and the United States, form part of the collection of 191,000 surviving documents housed at the Library of Congress in Washington, DC. Although twenty-nine of these letters, by seven writers, have been published by historian Bell Wiley (1980) , the great majority have never been transcribed or analyzed prior to the research we report here. Judicious use of these data can furnish one of the few diachronically authentic windows on antebellum AAE.
Although correspondence is potentially the most speech-like type of AAE actually produced by African Americans before the Civil War, few scholars, with the notable exception of Montgomery and associates (Montgomery, 1999; Montgomery, Fuller, & DeMarse, 1993) , have mined such data. This is perhaps not surprising -material is difficult to access, and must be painstakingly validated before it can be taken to represent the speech of a community often presumed to be almost entirely illiterate. In the sections below, we address issues relating to the validity of these (and other) letters as representations of Early AAE. We then outline the steps involved in the construction of the OREAAC: the collection and choice of texts and correspondents, the transcription, correction, and electronic preparation required to render the materials linguistically useful, and an overview of some of the linguistic features found therein. We conclude by illustrating the utility of the OREAAC through analysis of one of the best-documented features of AAVE and English-based Creoles: variation between morphologically marked and unmarked verbs in the expression of past time. Comparison of the linguistic factors conditioning variant choice in the OREAAC with those operative in spoken Early AAE (Poplack & Tagliamonte, 2001 ) further permits us to confirm the degree to which the OREAAC letters can be taken to represent the speech of antebellum African Americans.
Issues of Validity and Fidelity
Montgomery (1999) assesses the linguistic validity of "semi-literate" documents, such as those constituting the OREAAC, in terms of representativeness, authorship, and the ability of the written word to represent the spoken language. In this section, we evaluate the OREAAC in light of these criteria, as well as concerns of our own over the fidelity of published transcriptions to their primary source documents. We first situate literate African Americans with respect to antebellum African American society.
How representative were literate African Americans?
Concerns that the literate might not be representative of antebellum African Americans are apparently based on two widely-held beliefs: that literacy was solely the domain of house servants taught by white masters, and that few African Americans were literate. Recent historical research calls both beliefs into question. Anderson (1988) and Cornelius (1991) situate the transmission of literacy squarely within the African American community, for whose members the ability to read and write was a way of counteracting oppression (Anderson, 1988, p. 17) . It was illegal in most southern states to impart these skills to slaves, and learners feared gruesome punishments (Anderson, 1988, pp. 16-17; Cornelius, 1991, pp. 62-67) . Skills were therefore diffused secretly, usually at night (Anderson, 1988, pp. 16-17) . Ex-slave Uncle Bob Ledbetter told interviewers John and Ruby Lomax, "My daddy jus' taught me how to spell a little at night. . . he wasn' no educated man. He could jus' read printing. An' he set up at night and teach his children" (Bailey et al., 1991, p. 50 ). Anderson (1988) characterizes the "typical experience" of slave literacy through the words of former slave Louisa Gause: "No child, white people never teach colored people nothin, but to be good to dey massa en mittie, what learning dey would get in dem days dey been get it at night; taught themselves" (Anderson, 1988, p. 17) . The slave Enoch Golden confessed to ex-slave Ferebe Rogers that he "been the death o'many nigger 'cause he taught so many to read and write" (Cornelius, 1991, p. 78; Anderson, 1988, p. 17) .
How many antebellum African Americans were able to acquire some literacy skills, and what did they learn? There is little doubt that literacy rates were lower for African Americans than other Americans (though perhaps not appreciably lower than those of working-class white southerners (Anderson, 1988) ). But the actual proportion of literate antebellum African Americans remains unknown. Most estimates put the figure at five to ten percent, with researchers specializing in the topic preferring the higher figure (Cornelius, 1991, pp. 8-9; Woodson, 1926) . The number of illiterate African Americans has not been tabulated either. For most of those listed in Liberian census and ship manifest tables, for example, literacy is qualified as "unknown" (Brown, 1975; Shick, 1971) .
To further confuse the issue, the meaning of "literacy" in antebellum society was almost certainly different than that of today. An individual who could extract basic meaning from a simple text would have been considered literate. Cornelius (1991, p. 71 ) describes how John Sella Martin, a hotel slave in Columbus, Georgia, picked out the gist of a newspaper article, and that night found the hotel kitchen "full of neighbouring slaves, each of whom had taken a book or newspaper from their owners for Martin to read."
Moreover, African Americans, especially slaves, were far more likely to be able to read than to write. This was due to a combination of factors: a focus on reading to permit Bible study, (relatively) greater availability of pedagogical materials oriented toward reading, sparse writing materials (especially in the rural South), and the fear that writing skills might help slaves to forge documents that would aid in their escape (Cornelius, 1991, pp. 71-73) . These factors contributed to a population of antebellum African Americans with strong sound-letter correspondences developed by basic reading, but limited (if any) instruction in writing.
Settlement in Liberia does not appear to have altered the situation appreciably, though several OREAAC letters, some written by children on behalf of their parents, describe the rapid establishment of schools. By 1843, it was reported that 562 pupils were distributed over 16 schools, which taught "basic literacy and the advanced elements of English grammar and arithmetic" (McDaniel, 1995, p. 73) . The fact that there were only sixteen teachers may explain the preference for the Lancasterian system (Shick, 1980, p. 55) , "in which the teacher would select the best students to learn a given lesson, and they in turn would teach the lesson to ten other students" (McDaniel, 1995, p. 73) . As a result, only one of eleven students received direct instruction, and this was delivered by a community member, a situation favoring the maintenance of vernacular forms. The non-standard but phonetically faithful spellings so common in the OREAAC (discussed in Sections 2.4 and 3.4) are consistent with this scenario.
These facts suggest that (semi-) literacy may have been more widespread in the antebellum African American community than generally acknowledged. More relevant for present purposes, (some degree of) literacy was not necessarily incompatible with vernacular usage in speech, as we confirm in ensuing sections.
Who were the OREAAC correspondents?
Thanks to the thorough record keeping associated with the settlement of Liberia, a demographic profile is available for many of the OREAAC correspondents. In this section, we appeal to ships' manifests and the 1843 Liberian census (Brown, 1975; Shick, 1971) , coupled with information gleaned from the letters themselves, to demonstrate parallels between OREAAC correspondents and what is known of (1) the African Americans who immigrated to Liberia, and (2) antebellum African American society more generally.
Status. Because Free Blacks were the population targeted by the ACS, and were concentrated in the coastal old plantation states that supplied most Liberian immigrants, they figure disproportionately among both Liberian settlers and the OREAAC correspondents, as compared to the African American population of most states (Table 1) . Nevertheless, over 60% of the correspondents whose status is known had been slaves until they were manumitted or purchased their freedom. 4 They share this characteristic with the majority of African Americans in the antebellum United States.
Geographical origin. (Shick, 1971; Brown, 1975) ; Kolchin (1993: 241) . Ns for individual states not provided. (Singler, 1991, p. 273) , especially the Atlantic states with long slave-holding histories (Virginia, Georgia, North Carolina, Maryland, and South Carolina). The OREAAC correspondents are distributed in much the same way.
Literacy. Most Liberian immigrants have been characterized as illiterate or uneducated (e.g., Singler, 1991) , presumably based on the published estimates (Fraenkel, 1964, p. 6 ) of 25% literacy. As noted in Section 2.1, however, the literacy of the remaining 75% is reported in the 1843 Liberian census and ships' logs as "unknown." An unexpected by-product of our analysis of the OREAAC is the opportunity to characterize more accurately the abilities of these individuals. We first observe ( Table 3 ) that for most of the OREAAC correspondents for whom we have historical documentation, literacy is also listed as "unknown." This means that the OREAAC was largely written by the very people generally assumed to be illiterate.
We also note from Table 3 that correspondents who reported the ability to read but not write are, in fact, better represented in the OREAAC than Singler (1991:273) , ships' logs and 1843 Liberian census (Shick, 1971; Brown, 1975) . OREAAC data based on those correspondents for whom demographic information is available. Percentages in this and subsequent tables may not equal 100 due to rounding.
those who claim to read and write. This suggests that (basic) literacy may well have been more prevalent among antebellum African Americans than often claimed, and establishes that the OREAAC writers were largely semiliterate, representing their spoken language with limited interference from the prescribed requirements of writing. 
Total correspondents identified in documents 116
Sources: Liberian roll and 1843 census (Shick, 1971; Brown, 1975) Sources: Liberian roll and 1843 census (Shick, 1971; Brown, 1975) Gender and age. Table 4 shows that nearly 83% (195/235) of the ORE-AAC correspondents were men. This may be due to gender roles of the era: male heads of households wrote on behalf of their families. Most letters discussing business are also by men.
A similar proportion of OREAAC correspondents for whom data is available were between 20 and 49 years of age at the time of immigration. As with gender, this presumably reflects the correspondents' status as heads of households. More relevant to our concerns, this age distribution suggests that virtually all the contributors to the OREAAC had completed language acquisition prior to immigration, i.e., in the United States. The language of the settlers, then, was clearly transported to Liberia, as also claimed by Singler (1989 Singler ( , 1991 .
OREAAC correspondents and antebellum African Americans. By virtue of the conditions of the Liberian experiment and the constitution of the corpus, OREAAC correspondents necessarily consist of those African Americans most likely to settle in Liberia (Free Blacks and residents of coastal states) and to write letters (heads of households and the semi-literate). Can their correspondence shed light on contemporaneous African American speech? Both demographic evidence and methodological requirements argue in the affirmative. As discussed above, the profile of the OREAAC correspondents differs significantly from received wisdom concerning literate or free antebellum African Americans. Most OREAAC correspondents had been slaves in the U.S., as were nearly 90% of antebellum African Americans. Virtually all were from the southern states, over 70% from the long-established slave states of the southern Atlantic coast. Most important for present purposes, like the great majority of African American slaves for whom data exists, over 90% of OREAAC correspondents had been characterized as possessing limited or unknown literacy skills. Thus, although the OREAAC correspondents are not statistically representative of antebellum African Americans, on each of these demographic axes they afford "the possibility of making inferences about th[at] population based on the sample", meeting the requirements of sociolinguistic representativeness (Sankoff, 1988, p. 900) . We return to this issue in Section 5.
Who wrote the OREAAC letters?
Attribution of authorship is generally problematic for unofficial documents (Montgomery, 1999, pp. 22-23) , raising the issue of whether the OREAAC letters were written by their signatories, or even by African Americans at all. Several lines of evidence support the attribution of virtually all the letters in the OREAAC to the individuals who signed them, and the remainder to other African American settlers. One line of evidence is textual, as emerges from the range of handwriting styles found in the letters. Many letters also make explicit reference to the physical act of writing, or invoke the writers' lack of skill, or haste, as in (1). (1) (2) a. bouth ar en the hous and not fitting for thear office (157/7/238) b. please to put the price down on the invoice at the lowist calculation and give it to me in full in my pryvet letter and I will understand my reason of doing that for they will use all up with the duty.
(155/5/126-2)
Even the OREAAC letters that do explicitly name an amanuensis, as in (3), are usually no more standard than any others. This suggests that they were written by the most literate member, often a child, of a group with extremely limited access to literacy. Both sociohistorical and textual evidence, then, support our claim that most, if not all, of the OREAAC letters were written by their signatories, or by a fellow member of the non-elite African American community.
Can the written word represent the inherent variability of speech?
Three types of concerns have been raised about the possible deformation of spoken AAE by the writing process (Kautszch, 2000; Montgomery, 1999) . One involves the effect of formal or formulaic written models on the representation of the (spoken) vernacular. In this connection, the extravagant salutations typical of early correspondence, including that of many OREAAC writers (4), are often invoked (e.g., Rickford, p.c.) . (4) Another concern with the use of semiliterate correspondence as a basis for linguistic analysis is that unfamiliarity with the written code would lead to writing that is "erratic and unsystematic, filled with so many aberrant spellings and lack of punctuation that speech patterns are obscured and orderly variation is impossible to discern" (Montgomery, 1999, p. 24) . In the OREAAC, a few non-standard spellings (like drogt in example 6) may fall into this category.
(6) a. let me Know if I Send you a drogt ['draught'] if you could attend to it (157/7/76) But ungrammatical syntactic constructions (as in 7) are rare. The great majority of non-standard spellings are clearly the product of "systematic attempts by writers to utilize what orthographic knowledge they possess in a rule governed way to express their phonological and phonetic intuitions" (Jones, 1991, p. 83 , referring to the Sierra Leone letters). A related concern with respect to the validity of letters for reconstructing AAE involves style. A widespread assumption (voiced most recently in Kautszch (2000) ) is that writing necessarily represents the most formal end of the writer's stylistic continuum. In the OREAAC, several factors contribute to a register that is far removed from an invariant standard. The limited literacy of OREAAC correspondents, discussed above, restricts access to the prescriptive rules required to write StdE. In any event, the genre of the OREAAC letters hardly required formal style. Though primarily requests for aid, many letters include details of family life, recipes, reminiscences, and pleasantries. Settler Sion Harris tells the clergyman to whom he writes a risque joke by the standards of the time (8) Danger-of-death narratives and other intensely felt emotions also figure prominently. The correspondence of settler Peter Ross, for example, features genteel salutations like "with a bow to you Sir with my hat under my arm" (157/7/133), but frustration soon leads him to vow that ACS officials will face the wrath of God (9), and to request a gun. As in speech, the personal nature or emotional intensity of such letters would decrease the focus on form. Indeed, many of the OREAAC correspondents are reminiscent of the "desperadoes" described by Montgomery (1999, p. 26) , driven to writing through extreme circumstances. He characterizes their texts as "roughly analogous to the breathless narratives so often sought by sociolinguists."
(9) Mr M lain hav agreat account to answer for at the Bair of Justus Both here & hereafter (159/9/140) OREAAC data collection and research strategies described in Section 3 below further minimized potential barriers to the analysis of the vernacular associated with the formal nature of writing. In keeping with our goal of analyzing the variable structures of Early AAE, our sampling scheme excluded the most formal and standard letters, as in (10), from the corpus. Many of the letters in the ACS archives, as well as in previously-published collections, fall into this category. The invariant use of prescribed StdE forms characteristic of such letters reveals little about the variable grammars of their writers, or, for that matter, the utility of written material for linguistic analysis (pace Kautzsch, 2000) .
(10) let a few of Columbia's expanding-hearted sons environ it, and it is borne aloft at once; thus a comparatively few men in America will effect more for Liberia than England, France and Russia combined! ... Benedic anima mea Domino! et noli oblivisei omnes ejus beneficientia. (H. W. Ellis in Wiley, 1980, p. 228) The language of the OREAAC is by no means a perfect representation of the spontaneous oral vernaculars of its authors. We do submit, however, that it is sufficiently representative to contribute a useful diachronic benchmark to the study of AAE. Of course, not all variable structures typical of speech are frequent (or even extant) in the OREAAC or other correspondence (e.g., negative contractions; Kautzsch, 2000; Van Herk, 1999; Montgomery, p.c.) . 8 And some structures frequent in the OREAAC are uncommon in oral narratives (e.g., the present perfect; Van Herk, 2002) . When variable features are robust enough to permit quantitative analysis, however, the OREAAC 8 The distribution of morphosyntactic features in the OREAAC reflects previous findings for written AAE, both early (Montgomery, 1999; Montgomery et al., 1993; Kautzsch, 2000; Van Herk, 1999) and modern (Funkhouser, 1973) . In particular, non-standard variants of present and past marking abound; non-standard negation and zero copulas, plurals, and possessives are exceedingly rare.
can be shown to parallel contemporaneous speech. The analysis in Section 4 bolsters this contention.
Fidelity
Our discussion thus far has concentrated on representativeness, i.e., the degree to which these letters and their writers reflect antebellum African American language and society. The linguistic utility of a corpus, however, is also a function of its fidelity, i.e., how well the data contained therein correspond to what the writers originally wrote.
Virtually all early African American correspondence published to date has been transcribed by historians (Blassingame, 1977; Fyfe, 1991; Miller, 1990; Starobin, 1974; Wiley, 1980) . Their preoccupations (as inferred from the contents of the collections they have published) lean toward amassing testimony about slavery, colonization, and the racial power balance. Such testimony is best instantiated in the letters of (relatively well-educated) community leaders or fugitives, which were often destined for publication and thus subjected to intensive editing by 19th-century publishers (see especially those collected in Blassingame, 1977) . These contrast with the vernacular speech sought by sociolinguists (and distort the perception of the kind of AAE that letters are likely to contain).
Transcription practices of historians and linguists also differ. Historians tend to tidy up non-standard spelling, punctuation, and grammar in order to make letters more readable (e.g., Wiley, 1980) . In so doing, fine linguistic details, like word-final -s, may be omitted or introduced. These may be irrelevant for the historical validity of the document, but have the potential to bias a linguistic analysis. Both Van Herk (1998) and Kautzsch (2000) describe a range of discrepancies between published and manuscript letters. Comparison of a single OREAAC letter with the version published in Wiley (1980, pp. 220-223) turned up over 40 differences (Van Herk, 2002) , beyond the standardization of proper names, capitalization, and punctuation acknowledged by the editor. Some of these are reproduced in Table 5 . While some differences are solely phonological in nature, such as those in the first half of Table 5 , others would skew analysis of such variable AAE morphosyntactic features as past marking, pluralization, and was/were levelling.
Potential departures from original source documents, involving both letter selection and transcription practices, must be taken into account when assessing any work based on published correspondence. Table 5 . Some transcription differences between Wiley (1980: 220-223) Building the OREAAC Construction of the OREAAC has been informed by the issues described above. Selection, transcription, and correction protocols were all driven by the goal of complete fidelity to the original manuscripts.
Text selection
The sheer size of the ACS archives (191,000 documents produced between 1819 and 1917) dictated that we establish principled sampling criteria. Our research interest in AAE of the pre-Civil War era led us to target incoming correspondence written before 1866 (thereby reducing the original data pool by half). Preliminary analysis revealed that only a few letters originating from the United States could be ascribed with certainty to African American writers, while letters from Liberia were almost all written by African American settlers. We therefore focussed on approximately 8,000 such letters written between February 1833 and December 1866, when American post-Civil War emigration to Liberia commenced.
Our interest in tracing variability through time (Poplack & Tagliamonte, 2001; Poplack, Van Herk, & Harvie, 2002 ) required that we identify and exclude letters if their writers' control of the prescriptive standard would impede the representation of variable forms. We first excluded correspondents who had written more than three letters in any one container, according to the original ACS index provided. Frequent writers, as well as officers and friends of the ACS, were presumably sufficiently literate to screen non-standard variants from their writing. The remaining letters on each microfilm reel were then systematically examined, and those showing such evidence of full literacy as standard spelling, punctuation, and sentence-initial capitalization (as in example 10 above), were not retained. The letters retained were copied from microfilm of the original ACS documents. These were subsequently transcribed, corrected and computerized in preparation for quantitative analysis, following the methodology detailed below.
Transcription
Concerns associated with transcribing handwritten materials differ somewhat from those relevant to spoken data. In the former, decisions over degree of detail required to represent phonological or morphological variation are not in the hands of linguists -the writers have already decided what to include. We aimed at a first transcription that represented as accurately as possible their original manuscript documents. A facsimile of one such document is reproduced as Figure 1 .
Making use of our experience with the construction of other corpora (see Poplack, 1989; Poplack & Sankoff, 1987; Poplack & Tagliamonte, 1991) , we established a detailed transcription protocol, guided by our goal of creating a linguistically valid and useful machine-readable corpus. All letters were transcribed by trained linguists. To ensure consistency in the transcription process, the first author either transcribed or corrected every letter, and over 90% of the transcriptions were done by only three transcribers. A useful resource was a list of lexical items that might stump transcribers, including names of people (Goterah), places (Montserrado, Grand Cess), produce (cassada, eddoe), and trade goods (Osnabruck, calico). This list grew quickly, both from sociohistorical research and from information gleaned by transcribers from the letters themselves. Although never used to correct the writers' spellings, the list enhanced comprehension of the content, which helped clear up illegible passages. 
Correction and automation
Each transcribed letter was corrected by a second transcriber who filled in words or passages initially marked illegible, and caught keyboarding errors. Example (11) illustrates a first transcription (a) and a correction (b) of letter 155/4/17. A third pass through a subsample of letters contributed little additional material.
(11) a. I have Endevere to [illeg] now one that is coming to this that he would have Litel or nouthing to do dar from it b. I have Endevere to flater now one that in coming to this country that he would have Litel or nouthing to do far from it What little material remains marked "[illegible]" is largely due to the physical condition of the original documents. Letters that in the first selection process had seemed manageable turned out to be too badly faded to read, or damaged by water or mildew. With few exceptions, there is no correlation between legibility and standardness for these letters. The transcription and correction stages described above resulted in a 135,743-word corpus composed of 427 letters by 220 writers from all areas of Liberia. The original material written by the Liberian settlers is represented as accurately as possible. This corpus was subsequently concordanced using Concorder (Rand & Patera, 1992 ). An excerpt from the concordance for the lexical item country is given in Example (12). (12) To make this concordance more useful for linguistic analysis, words that the OREAAC correspondents had idiosyncratically broken up at line endings were reconnected, so that a word like sailed would not show up under such entries as sai, led, sa, iled, or s and ailed. No other standardizing was done, as it was felt that any gains in automated searching were too small to justify the loss of primary linguistic information (or the work required). 9 The resulting corpus features a range of phonetic orthography and nonstandard grammatical forms, in numbers sufficient to permit detailed analysis. As we demonstrate in Section 4 below, these forms can be presumed to represent the writers' attempts to use the graphemes of an unfamiliar code (written StdE) to represent the phonological and grammatical systems of their speech.
Vernacular structures in the OREAAC
Although writing is generally thought to reflect the most formal pole of the stylistic continuum, the OREAAC includes a remarkable number of variable features typical of informal speech. In addition to a wide variety of phonological forms ( All of these features have been cited as distinguishing contemporary AAVE from StdE (e.g., Fasold, 1972; Labov et al., 1968; Rickford, 1999; findings on reading errors by African American schoolchildren. As a result, spelling variants of each form appear together, facilitating extraction.
1998; Wolfram, 1993) . Their presence in these letters may be taken as further evidence that many of the characteristic features of AAVE were already in place over 150 years ago. Example (23) illustrates the density of variation found in the OREAAC: in just over three lines of a single letter, we find evidence of consonant cluster simplification (agin < agent), vowel lowering (thar < there, af < if, bot < but), null subject (tok˜He took), what relatives (all what), copula deletion (boys all a live < boys are all alive), nasal consonant deletion (watter < want to), zero genitives (child money < child's money), and the feature we examine in the next section, variable past tense marking (die < died). [Striker] took the child's money too, and wanted to sell the things. But we wouldn't consent. So all that she fished/fetched [i.e., brought] with her, we have now.'
But our research goal is not to catalogue the presence or absence in the OREAAC of isolated features. Rather, it is to determine, through systematic quantitative analysis, the factors conditioning the choice of variant forms that occur frequently enough to permit large-scale study. Results can then be compared with like information on spoken Early AAE. Since linguistic conditioning of variability tends to remain stable across different corpora of the same variety (regardless of differences in rate (Poplack & Tagliamonte, 2001) ), this comparison will enable us to ascertain the relationship of the OREAAC materials to spoken corpora, thereby cross-validating both.
Marking the past in the OREAAC
Reference to the past figures prominently in these letters, offering some 2400 contexts against which we can assess the utility of the OREAAC in elu-cidating early African American speech. Despite the occasional regularized strong verb, as in (24a), and other non-standard forms (24b), past temporal reference is basically expressed, as in spoken AAE, through alternation of overtly marked and bare forms, as in (24c) Efforts to uncover the grammar underlying this alternation have been a cornerstone of the origins debate. As with other areas of the grammar, the provenance of bare past temporal reference forms is particularly contentious. Their prevalence in both English-based Creoles and contemporary AAVE has led some researchers to attribute their morphologically marked counterparts to transfer from another system. However, bare preterites have also been attested in English for centuries. Because the same variants occur in all the comparison varieties, we need to identify the grammatical mechanisms that produced them.
The variationist method is particularly well-suited to this investigation, as proposals for each scenario can be operationalized as factors in a multivariate analysis and tested for their significance. Table 6 summarizes constraints frequently proposed to condition the variation between bare and marked preterites.
Such factors as habitual aspect, stativity and anteriority have often been invoked to explain the function of bare forms in creoles. Bickerton (1975) characterizes zero forms as marking past in punctual verbs and present in statives, while an overt mark would signal anteriority (past for statives, pastbefore-past for punctuals). Though this analysis is often challenged, it remains influential. As Singler (1990, p. xi) notes, "comparison with Bickerton's prototypical creole TMA system is the diagnostic, the starting point from which further analysis proceeds." Some commentaries (e.g., Singler, 1990; Spears, 1990) find that Bickerton's proposed relationship between stativity and relative tense marking is not privative in all creoles, while others (e.g., Winford, 1992) interpret bare forms as perfectives (Comrie, 1976; Dahl, 1985) , which Winford, 1992; Bickerton, 1975; Christian, Wolfram, & Dube, 1988; Poplack & Tagliamonte, 2001; Blake, 1997; Patrick, 1991. seem to observe a stativity distinction across languages in which they surface bare (Bybee, Perkins, & Pagliuca, 1994) . Winford (1992) further associates zero with the expression of the habitual past in creoles, an association also observed for Early AAE (Singler, 1991; Poplack & Tagliamonte, 2001 ) and other dialects of English (Poplack & Tagliamonte, 2001) . Another crossvariety finding is a morphological subtype hierarchy, a tendency for regular past tense morphology (-ed) to be absent before and after consonants, leading to a higher rate of bare forms among weak verbs than among strong verbs. This basic hierarchy, often with elaborations involving other, rarer types, is observed in Caribbean English-based creoles (Winford, 1992; Blake, 1997) , AAVE (Rickford, 1999; Fasold, 1972) , English dialects (Poplack & Tagliamonte, 2001) , and early AAE (Poplack & Tagliamonte, 2001) , although not all morphological subtypes are sharply differentiated in all varieties (Patrick, 1991; Rickford, 1987; Winford, 1992) . In English dialects, a verb class effect is observed by Christian, Wolfram, & Dube (1988) , who associate it with the behavior of particular lexical items within those classes. Lexical effects are also noted for creoles, especially for the verb say (Patrick, 1991; Blake, 1997) . For detailed discussion of the applicability and diagnosticity of these proposed constraints on variable past marking in Early AAE, we refer the reader to Poplack & Tagliamonte (2001) . The present analysis adopts the methodology of that study to facilitate cross-variety comparison. Variable rule analysis allows us to determine which linguistic factors account best for variability in the OREAAC when all are (Poplack & Sankoff, 1987; Poplack & Tagliamonte, 1991 , 2001 . To assess the significance of the variable constraints, not all of which are applicable to all contexts, we distinguish regular, or weak verbs, like join in (24d), from strong verbs like come in (24e). In standard English, weak verbs form their past tense through suffixation of -ed; strong verbs undergo suppletion or vowel substitution. 10 Table 7 displays the rates of bare forms in these verb types.
As in the spoken language, weak verbs surface bare far more frequently than strong verbs. Table 8 compares the contribution of factors to the selection of the zero variant of past-tense weak verbs in written and spoken Early AAE, using GoldVarb 2.0 (Rand & Sankoff, 1990 ), a variable rule application for the Macintosh.
Weak verbs
The strongest and most significant predictor of bare preterites in the spoken language is phonological: consonants, both preceding and following, favor zero forms, as does a following pause. Strikingly, the same is true for the OREAAC. Indeed the only factor selected as significant is the nature of the preceding segment, in exactly the same direction as in spoken AAE (early and contemporary). As in their speech, OREAAC correspondents use zero in their writing to avoid consonant clusters and maintain CV structure. The magnitude and direction of the phonological effect confirms that past- tense marking of weak verbs was already phonologically constrained at least a century and a half ago. From a methodological perspective, a finding of phonological conditioning in a written corpus is testimony to its speechlike nature. Following phonological context is not relevant to variant choice in the OREAAC, however, despite its importance in spoken English. This may re-flect the syllable-by-syllable method by which most slaves apparently learned to sound out and write (Cornelius, 1991) , or simply the reduction of sandhi effects characteristic of the writing process, described by Funkhouser (1973) for contemporary written AAVE.
As in the spoken language, distinctions of stativity and anteriority, operationalized from descriptions of creoles, were not selected as significant in the OREAAC. Neither was the habitual effect characteristic of spoken Early AAE, as well as English-based Creoles (Winford, 1992) and English dialects (Poplack & Tagliamonte, 2001) , perhaps because of the rarity of past habitual contexts in the letters. This last effect is nonetheless visible in the constraint hierarchy.
Strong verbs
In strong verbs, phonological conditioning is not relevant to variant choice, though we can test the effects of stativity, anteriority and aspect. In addition, we examine the effect of membership in the lexical classes proposed by Christian et al. (1988) to affect the occurrence of bare preterites in English dialects. Table 9 displays the results of a variable rule analysis of the contribution of these constraints to the selection of bare preterite variants of strong verbs.
We first note that the class of verbs whose stem and participial forms are identical in Standard English ("Class I" verbs, as in (25)), shows a particular propensity toward zero, in both written and spoken Early AAE.
(25) thair has bin three Emigrations to Sinoe sins I cum (156/6/282) Closer inspection, however, reveals that these "classes" are made up of disproportionate numbers of a few verbs, and these are responsible for most of the zero preterites. Table 10 shows that Verb Class I consists almost entirely of the verb come, whose propensity to surface bare (21%) is more than three times that of the cohort of strong verbs overall. This is precisely the pattern, albeit somewhat attenuated, of spoken Early AAE (Poplack & Tagliamonte, 2001 ). The tendency for specific lexical verbs to surface bare is attested as early as Middle English, and persists into many contemporary varieties, as well as in diaspora varieties of AAE (Table 11) . 11 The other factor which appears from the analysis in Table 10 to contribute a significant effect to the probability that strong verbs will surface bare (Christian et al., 1988) x x Alabama (Feagin, 1979) x x Reading, England (Cheshire, 1982) x x Australia (Eisikovits, 1991) x x Tristan da Cunha (Zettersten, 1969) x x Scotland (Miller, 1993) x Ireland (Harris, 1993) x x Northern England (Beal, 1993) x x Southern England (Edwards, 1993) x x Nova Scotia (Poplack & Tagliamonte, 2001) x x Early AAE, Samaná (Poplack & Tagliamonte, 2001) x x Early AAE, North Preston (Poplack & Tagliamonte, 2001) x x Early AAE, Guysborough Enclave (Poplack & Tagliamonte, 2001) x x Early AAE, Ex-Slave Recordings (Poplack & Tagliamonte, 2001) x x Contemporary AAVE (Rickford, 1999) x x in the OREAAC is the combination of lexical stativity and past-before-past temporal reference. By some accounts, in past temporal reference contexts that are neither stative nor past-before-past (26), a zero mark would be predicted in creoles. This factor was either not significant or showed inconsistent effects in spoken Early AAE, but in the OREAAC, non-stative strong verbs do in fact appear to surface bare, though the anteriority effect does not hold. As with the apparent verb class effect, however, this too seems to be an artifact of the marking propensities of specific strong verbs here coded as stative. These consist overwhelmingly of four lexical types (hear, see, think, find) which, as Table 12 shows, are always morphologically marked. 12 Thus, the two effects apparently significant to the choice of bare preterites in the OREAAC letters -verb class and stativity/anteriority -are both epiphenomena of a third effect, lexical identity. This, in turn, is a residue of the long-standing propensity throughout the history of English for certain lexical verbs to surface bare in the past tense (Poplack & Tagliamonte, 2001; Poplack, Van Herk, & Harvie, 2002) .
Although not all factors conditioning variability in speech play a role in writing, we note that those constraining the occurrence of bare verbs in the correspondence of antebellum African Americans are none other than those operative in Early AAE speech: a phonological factor in the case of weak verbs, and lexical identity in the case of strong verbs. 13 
Discussion
The construction and use of the OREAAC described in this paper demonstrates that it is possible to build a valid and reliable corpus of written Early AAE that can contribute historical depth to our knowledge of the spoken language.
The results of the present study attest to the value of personal correspondence of semiliterate writers in reconstructing an earlier language variety that has previously been considered almost entirely oral. Admittedly, the OREAAC texts display reduced frequencies, and even absence, of some nonstandard forms. In addition, some effects reported for speech do not seem to apply to writing -19th-century teaching methods appear to have mitigated phonologically-motivated reduction in pre-consonantal environments, and genre and topic have effectively eliminated most habitual contexts. Such results may signpost inherent distinctions between written and spoken media, and these must be taken into account in future research.
On the other hand, our results show that the conditioning of variant choice in the spoken language remains generally operative in semiliterate writing, revealing important and unexpected parallels between the spoken and written AAE varieties studied here. The effect of preceding phonological environment is perhaps most notable in this context. OREAAC correspondents not only adapt the alphabet of StdE to represent their oral forms; they accurately represent the variable conditioning of those forms. This is a task beyond the abilities of the dialect writers and transcribers responsible for previous historical evidence of AAE -in fact, the absence of significant phonological conditioning of past marking reported in the Ex-Slave Narratives (Schneider, 1989 ) is a major difference between that corpus and oral counterparts. Also shared by the OREAAC and a wide variety of speech corpora is the retention of the by now familiar lexical cohort of bare preterites (notably come and run).
The similarities between these written and spoken corpora simultaneously validate both the speech-like nature of the OREAAC and the historical status of many features in the English of the African American diaspora as retentions, rather than innovations. We have stressed elsewhere that it is similarities between corpora that carry the greatest empirical weight in assessing a common origin. Here, the shared effects confirm that the variable AAE past tense system described for the African American diaspora communities stud-ied by Poplack & Tagliamonte (2001) was also operative in the speech of the OREAAC correspondents. Research such as this pushes back the real-time limit of our knowledge of Early AAE to a point previously accessible only to apparent-time analysis. These findings support the fundamentally English nature of the Early AAE past temporal reference system, and confirm the value of semiliterate correspondence in exploring the history of linguistic variation in speech.
